Fort Hays State University

FHSU Scholars Repository
College of Education One-Room Schoolhouse
Oral Histories

Archives Online

11-18-1993

Lowell Alexander Francis: Educator, Coach, and Administrator
Penny Marie Sobba
Fort Hays State University

Deenna Lee Wolf
Fort Hays State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholars.fhsu.edu/ors

Content Disclaimer
The primary source materials contained in the Fort Hays State University Special Collections
and Archives have been placed there for research purposes, preservation of the historical
record, and as reflections of a past belonging to all members of society. Because this material
reflects the expressions of an ongoing culture, some items in the collections may be sensitive in
nature and may not represent the attitudes, beliefs, or ideas of their creators, persons named in
the collections, or the position of Fort Hays State University.
Recommended Citation
Sobba, Penny Marie and Wolf, Deenna Lee, "Lowell Alexander Francis: Educator, Coach, and
Administrator" (1993). College of Education One-Room Schoolhouse Oral Histories. 236.
https://scholars.fhsu.edu/ors/236

This Document is brought to you for free and open access by the Archives Online at FHSU Scholars Repository. It
has been accepted for inclusion in College of Education One-Room Schoolhouse Oral Histories by an authorized
administrator of FHSU Scholars Repository.

33

WWELL ALEXANDER FRANCIS:
EDUCATOR, COACH, AND ADMINISTRATOR

BY
PENNY MARIE SOBBA
AND
DEENNA LEE WOLF

FORT HAYS STATE UNIVERSI1Y
FALL 1993

.

CHAPTER II: INTERVIEW WITH ALEX FRANCIS

Deenna: Today is November 18, 1993. We are at Lewis Field
Stadium and Penny Sobba and I, Deenna Wolf, are going to interview

Alex Francis. Alex could you start by teUing us a background of your
life?

Alex: I'm from a family of ten. I had six sisters and three brothers.

My younger brother and I are the only ones living right now. He just
turned 80 last week, and I'll be 84 in January. My parents and all ten
children were born in Dunbar, Nebraska. We then moved to
Minneapolis, Kansas, where my two older sisters graduated from high
school. We then ended up in Oberlin, Kansas, and this is where my
two brothers and I became interested in sports.

Deenna: Were you the oldest in the family? Did you influence anyone
else in your family into sports?

Alex: I'm the sixth child. My two younger brothers and I were the

only ones that became interested in sports.

Penny:

How did you get interested in sports? Did your parents have

an influence on your sports background?

Alex: Well, I think my parents had a little influence. My dad was

interested in sports, and of course, all of his kids were, too. When
you're in a little town, you go out for everything. such as glee club,
chorus, basketball, football, and track.
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Deenna: Did your brothers also participate in sports at the university
level?

Alex: They both went to the University of Nebraska. Sam was a

member of the 1936 Olympic Team and a member of the Chicago
Bears for five years. He was also an All-American shot putter. My
other brother, Vike, started as fullback for the University of Nebraska
in the school's only appearance in the Rose Bowl.

Penny: How did you decide to attend Fort Hays State University?
Alex: I followed my high school coach, he got a coaching Job here

when I was a freshman.

Deenna: Why did you follow your high school coach to Fort Hays
State University?

Alex: His name is Jack Riley, and he was originally from Scott City.

He was a terrific guy and inspired me with his coaching style. I had
him for eight years, four years in high school and also at the
university level. He was one of the most important people in my life.

Penny: While at Fort Hays State University did you participate in any
other sport?

Alex: Yes, in those days you played all sports. In my second football

game, I hurt my leg, and I was never really able to be very good after
that. I did play a little and began to kick for the team. I also
participated in track; I was a shot putter and a sprinter.

Deenna: What was your fust coaching experience?
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Alex: I coached here at the Fort Hays; we had a training school here

called the William Picken Tr¥Iling School. I was a basketball coach
my last two years here at Fort Hays. Then I coached at several
different schools, such as Mankato and Holten, and returned to my
home town, Oberlin, where I coached for three years.

Penny: What sports did you coach?

Alex: I coached all sports, but mostly football and track.

Penny: When did you come back to Fort Hays State University?

Alex: After the war, I came back, and I've been here ever since. I

taught golf for 30 years. My dad became a professional golfer after all
the kids left home. He was a pro at North Platte, Nebraska, for ten
years and also at Fort Morton, Colorado.

Deenna: Is golf your hobby now?

Alex: Yes. After my Dad became interested, I also became

interested. But I haven't played for a while because of an illness last
winter that put me in the hospital for 38 days.

Penny: What is your coaching philosophy?

Alex: My philosophy came from my high school coach, Jack Riley.

He was the type of guy that would inspire you to do your best at all
times.

Penny: You had an unbelievable amount of wins in track and freld.
What do you contribute your success to?
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Alex: Good athletes, I had some great guys. For example, Johnny

Mason broke the four minut~ mile 32 times before he quit running.
Of course, I didn't have him when he broke it, but he was right on top
of it. He went to California, ran for an athletic club, and broke the
record .

Deenna: By having that one good athlete, do you think that brought
more athletes to your program?

Alex: Yes. That contributed some, but at one time, half of my squad

was kids whose dads I had coached.

Penny: What are some of the obstacles and barriers that you have
overcome in your coaching career?

Alex: Everything has changed quite a bit. The facilities, then and

now, were quite different. When I first competed, we had sand to fall
in and grass tracks. Then, we went to blacktop, but no one has a
better track and field than we do now.

Deenna: Do you think these are the major differences you've seen in

the facilities?
Alex: Oh, yes. We spent so much time lining the track and getting it

ready for a meet. I live just a few blocks from here and I spent many
night down here getting the track ready. Coach Jim Krob has been
here five years and hasn't had a good track to work on. I'm sure he is
very excited about the new facilities.
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Penny: Over the years you have received several awards. Which
award had the biggest impa<;t on you and why?

Alex: Probably when I was elected to be the Head Coach of the

Western Hemisphere. We took the best two athletes in each event. It
was the largest group to go over seas, with the exception of the
Olympic Team. I was pretty proud of that. I was also Head coach of
the Pan American Teams. I also coached the AAU teams. The last big
trip we took was to Warsaw. We were the first group to go over seas
to go behind the Iron Curtain; it was quite an experience for all of us.

Deenna: What were some of your coaching experiences like in
Vietnam?

A l ex: I was chosen to go to Saigon to set up an athletic program for

the Vietnamese young people with emphasis on preparing native
"Youth Walkers" to conduct physical training programs in their own
areas. I lectured and gave track and field demonstrations. I also
worked with the Vietnam national track team, composed of ten men
and four women, which was in training for the Southeast Asia games.
I even helped set up a physical education program for the Vietnam
school system.

Penny: How did you feel about being inducted into the Hall of Fame?

Alex: I was surprised, but I think when you get old, they put

everybody in there. I feel you don't have to be very good to get in
there. If you win a national meet. you are usually voted the coach of
the year and elected into the Hall of Fame.
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Deenna: Besides the quality of the athletes, what do you contribute
your success to, and what~ you think made you a good coach?

Alex: If I have any secrets, it was that I got along well with the

athletes. I like to fire them up, and I really enjoyed working with
them. If I had one thing that I did well, it was to motivate the
athletes.

Deenna: Tell us a little bit about your wife and children.

Alex:

My oldest son, Mike, is in his 26 year at Notre Dame as a

professor. My other son, John, was a coach and teacher at the high
school and junior college level. He is now at Hoisington where he
took on the basketball and track coaching jobs.

Penny: Do you think he is following in your footsteps?

Alex:

Yes. People always talk about how he has followed my

footsteps and the influences I have placed on him in his coaching
profession.

Penny: Do you ever get to see your son coach?

Alex: Yes, a few times. I've been so busy that it's hard for me to get

down to the junior college to watch him coach.

Deenna: Do you have any grandchildren?

Alex: Yes, I have four grandchildren. I get to go watch the youngest

one play junior high basketball in Russell tonight. He is also a great
baseball player. The other three are all going to Kansas State
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University. I haven't figured out why Kansas State; I guess, it's
because they can drive back .and forth from home.

Deenna: Did you meet your wife at Fort Hays State University?

Alex: I met my wife my freshman year in 1931. We dated for three

and a half years before I married her in 1934.

Penny: Did she have a love for sports like you?

Alex: Yes. She was interested in sports, her major was journalism.

She became a sportswriter for the "Leader" and "Reveille". She later
became an author of children sports books ..

Deenna: What type of books did she write?

Alex: She published six different books. They were for children and

young adults, pertaining to sports.

Penny: Did you have an impact on her writing?

Alex: Yes, I like to think I did. We often talked about my philosophy

and experiences in coaching.

Deenna: Was her involvement in sports what attracted her to you?

Alex: Not particularly. She was a smart student, and I was a poor

student. She helped me along. I don't know where I would be today if
it hadn't been for her.

Penny: Can you tell us about the dedication of the new track in your
honor?
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Alex: I had 42 relatives come down for the ceremony. I haven't seen

some of them for 25 years. I ~as so busy, that I didn't get to see a lot
of them. The athletes that were on the National Cross Country Team
were all here, except for two. It was nice to visit and see them again.
This new track is so exciting that I can't wait to see our teams get out
here and run. I'll probably be out here watching them everyday.

Penny: What kind of impact will this track have on the Fort. Hays
State University athletes?

Alex: It sure will be a big addition to the Fort Hays State University

athletic program. We haven't had a track meet here for many years,
in fact, we haven't used the track the last five years. The new track

will be a big incentive to get spectators back out to the track meets
again.

Penny: How did youfeel when youfound out the track was going to

be dedicated to you?

Alex: I thought the whole thing was pretty amazing. The fact that I've

been around here for a long time probably had a big impact on their
decision. I've been here for three generations of coaching.

Deenna: How many years did you coach at Fort. Hays State
University?

Alex: I came back to Fort Hays State University after World War II in

1946. I retired in 1980, giving me 34 years of coaching. I have
coached 109 athletes and have won three CIC Championships. tied
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for another, and placed second eight times. I'm also proud to say that

.

most of these athletes were from Western Kansas .

Deenna: You mentioned your fauorit.e sport was football How did you
get interested in coaching track?
Alex:

After I returned from World War II, all the good football

coaching jobs were taken. I was one of the first ones in and one of the
last ones out. That was a little discouraging then, but one of the
smartest things I ever did was to stay with track.

Penny: What do you think when people say you are a legend?
Alex: I haven't really stopped to think about it. The word "legend"

means someone who's very old. I contribute my success to having
good athletes and good motivational skills.

Deenna: Now that you're retired, what do you do with your spare
time?
Alex: I'm still very interested in all the athletic programs here at

Fort Hays State University. Since my retirement. I have watched all
of the football and track practices. Now that we have the new field
and track, I am even more excited about coming over and watching
the athletes.

Deenna: Do you have any other hnbbies?
Alex: If I'm not outdoors playing golf or watching football, I'm

probably watching some kind of sporting event on television,
probably football.
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Penny: This new facllity is 9uite a place and you're quite a coach.

Alex: Yes. When you have great people, you're bound to have great

success.

Penny: Thank you for giving us this opportunity to meet and interview

you. You are a very modest and eryoyable person to be around. Thank

you for meeting us at the new Alex Francis Track.
Alex: I, too, enjoyed meeting you girls and thank you for choosing

me for your research project. I hope it all goes well.

